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Introduction

Academic journals date back more than 350 years, and 
the dominant publishing model over much of this period 
has focused on subscription journals circulated among 
academics in print form with the content mainly focused 
on the sciences, technology, and medical disciplines 
(Larivière et al., 2015). These academics were largely 
members of “learned” societies that sponsored the costs 
of publication (Correia & Teixeira, 2005; Solomon, 2012). 
The early history of scholarly journal publishing was 
traced to an initiative of the Royal Society of London, 
whose objective was to promote knowledge dissemina-
tion among research colleagues (Larivière et al., 2015; 
Peters et al., 2016). An industry developed based on liter-
ature published by these “learned societies” or that was 
supplied to commercial publishers, who thrived for 
many years through the production and dissemination 
of subscription journals (Correia & Teixeira, 2005; So-
lomon, 2012). The growth of subscription journals was 
fueled by the expansion of commercial publishers who 
acquired society journals and eventually became an oli-
gopoly of five big companies that command more than 

50% of journal output, mainly in the science-related dis-
ciplines (Larivière et al., 2015; Peters et al., 2017; So-
lomon, 2012, 2013). The dominance of the subscription 
model continues to the present in terms of market 
share and profitability (Forgues & Liarte, 2013). The 
subscription model was sustained by payments from 
universities and libraries, but more recently, this model 
has come to be viewed as a restraint on access to re-
search, of questionable viability, and even deemed to 
be unsustainable because of increasing costs (Chang, 
2006; Wellen, 2013). 

The subscription publishing model still dominates the 
journal publishing industry, but the development and 
increased application of Internet technology made the 
distribution of research much easier and also opened 
up new opportunities. In the 1990s, with the spread of 
the Internet, a new competitor entered the publishing 
business based on a philosophy that knowledge should 
be open to all, leading to the publishing of open access 
journals (Solomon, 2013). An open access journal is 
considered one “in which all content is available freely 
on the web from day one, either exclusively online or 
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parallel with a subscription print version, and which 
can be accessed by anyone with Internet access” 
(Laasko et al., 2011).

The rise of open access journals benefitted from the 
“serials crisis”, which described the dilemma faced by 
libraries of declining budgets alongside rising subscrip-
tion costs charged by publishers (Miguel et al., 2016). 
The entry and rapid production of open access journals 
is considered by several reputable researchers as consti-
tuting a disruptive innovation that challenges the dom-
inance of large commercial publishers and their 
subscription journals, thereby radically changing the in-
dustry (Clobridge, 2014b; Lafferty & Edwards, 2004; 
Peters et al., 2016; Wellen, 2013). The question of wheth-
er open access publishing amounts to a disruptive in-
novation in the journal publishing industry will be 
explored later in the article.

Nonetheless, the growing acceptance of open access 
publishing of science-related research was also spurred 
by supporting actions taken by governments, universit-
ies, and societies, which were formalized in declara-
tions endorsing open access publishing as recorded in 
the Budapest Open Access Initiative (2002), the Beth-
esda Statement (2003), and the Berlin Declaration 
(2003), to which many countries were signatories. Sub-
sequently, open access policies were adopted by many 
governments, research and educational institutions, 
and universities across the globe. Significant cases and 
the relevant years were Copenhagen Business School 
(2009) in Denmark; Harvard (2008) and California 
(2013) in the United States; Cambridge (2013), Oxford 
(2016), and Nottingham (2016) in the United Kingdom. 
Canada was also a relatively early adopter of open ac-
cess policies with the examples of the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council in 2006, the Cana-
dian Institutes of Health Research in 2008, and the Nat-
ural Sciences and Engineering Research Council in 
2013 (Hewitt, 2014). Similar policies were adopted in 
the Latin American and the Caribbean region led by the 
Scientific Electronic Library Online (SciELO; scielo.org), 
which started in 1978, and the Network of Scientific 
Journals from the Latin American and Caribbean re-
gion, Spain, and Portugal (Redalyc; www.redalyc.org), 
which started in 2002. Both of these organizations serve 
most Latin American and Caribbean countries and host 
a range of publications in the sciences, humanities, and 
social sciences with free access to over 1,000 journals as 
at 2017. However, a gap remains in the publishing of so-
cial science and business journals, which disadvantages 
small developing countries such as those in the Carib-
bean, where science research is at a low level.

As open access publishing developed, the year 2012 was 
described as a watershed because it witnessed: a re-
searcher-led boycott of the largest traditional publish-
er, Elsevier; the introduction of new enabling policies 
by major research funders; increased interest generated 
in the media and by the public as a result of growing 
awareness of open access; the publication of the Finch 
report in the United Kingdom; the launch of an open 
knowledge repository by the World Bank; and the 
launch of open data platforms and portals by United 
Nations agencies that linked open data and open ac-
cess (Clobridge, 2013). This embrace of open access 
publishing by governments and key stakeholders, such 
as libraries, academic researchers, and journal authors, 
was described as “a solution to a dysfunctional journals 
market and as a way of realizing the potential of the In-
ternet to enhance impact and productivity of research” 
(Wellen, 2013). However, open access has not received 
universal acceptance, especially from researchers in the 
social sciences and business fields, who have not fol-
lowed the path of science researchers. Indeed, there is 
still resistance to open access publishing by some aca-
demics who consider that the newer open access journ-
als lack legitimacy and credibility. Nonetheless, this 
position is changing, as evidenced by the indexing of 
open access journals in the Web of Science and Scopus 
(Björk, 2017)

This article aims to create awareness of the emergence 
of open access publishing and stimulate an increase in 
publication of research articles, particularly in the 
Caribbean where a deficiency exists (Iton & Iton, 2015). 
The rest of this article discusses the methodology em-
ployed, an overview of the publishing landscape, the 
emergence of open access models of publishing, the ar-
gument that open access constitutes disruptive innova-
tion, the impacts, and trends in open access publishing, 
and context-related conclusions.

Methodology and Theoretical Background

A qualitative research approach was adopted involving 
a bibliographic, descriptive, and analytical approach to 
the collection and distillation of relevant literature on 
the study area sourced from: the leading digital full-text 
aggregator databases ABI/Inform (search.proquest.com/
abicomplete) and EBSCOhost (search.ebscohost.com); Google 
Scholar (scholar.google.ca), recognized as the most com-
prehensive source for retrieving open access articles; 
the Directory of Open Access Journals (doaj.org), con-
sidered the best source for accessing open access busi-
ness journals; and Internet searches of websites of the 
main publishers of relevant content such as the Online 
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Information Review (emeraldinsight.com/loi/oir), Publica-
tions (www.mdpi.com/journal/publications), Online Searcher 
(infotoday.com/OnlineSearcher/), and The Scholarly Kitchen 
(scholarlykitchen.sspnet.org), which is the official blog of the 
Society for Scholarly Publishing. These data sources 
were searched using the keywords “academic publish-
ing”, “Internet technology and publishing”, “open ac-
cess publishing models”, “disruptive innovation”, and 
“journal publishing”. Consistent with acknowledged 
qualitative procedures, the process involved: the re-
searcher as the key instrument for conducting the re-
search; multiple sources of data obtained from 
peer-reviewed journals and specialist reports; and a the-
oretical lens that seeks to identify the social and politic-
al context of the issues studied and that represents a 
holistic account to better reflect the complex picture of 
the study elements (Cresswell, 2009). A thematic analys-
is of the literature was undertaken to identify patterns 
across the research data and identify the critical issues 
through a process of data familiarization, coding, and 
theme development (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Rodrigues 
et al., 2016). The results provided a deeper understand-
ing of the dynamics of the publishing industry, its chal-
lenges, and the impacts, implications, and trends likely 
to be experienced by multiple stakeholders such as au-
thors and academic researchers – including those 
based in developing countries, readers, university lib-
rarians, traditional publishers, scholarly societies, open 
access journals, academic social networks, and mobile 
technology users.

The theoretical underpinning of this article is the the-
ory of disruptive innovation the origins of which can be 
traced to Schumpeter (1950), who introduced the 
concept of “creative destruction” in the context of the 
opening of new markets that radically change the eco-
nomic structure from within, while destroying the old 
and creating a new structure. The modern develop-
ment of the concept of disruptive innovation was attrib-
uted to Christensen (1997), who studied the impact of 
destructive technologies on earlier business innova-
tions. Christensen distinguished between sustaining 
technologies that improve existing products and de-
structive technologies that result in poor performance 
in the short term. Such technologies were viewed by 
Christensen (1997) as “typically cheaper, simpler, smal-
ler, and, frequently more convenient to use” and were 
thus appealing to new customers. Lewis (2012) emphas-
ized that disruptive innovation usually starts off as an 
inferior product but provides value through the applica-
tion of new technologies and business models that en-
hance access to a new service or product while 

disrupting the market. These characteristics of cheaper, 
simpler, and enhanced access to a new product (as a res-
ult of new technology) are directly applicable to the case 
of open access journals.

Overview of the Publishing Landscape

The subscription journal model evolved slowly until ex-
pansion of research resulted in an increase in the cre-
ation of journals by commercial publishers who grew 
through acquisition of society journals (Solomon, 2012). 
Currently, the commercial production of subscription 
journals is controlled by five major, for-profit publishers 
labelled as “The Big Five”: Elsevier (elsevier.com), Springer-
Verlag (springer.com), Taylor & Francis (taylorandfrancis.com), 
John Wiley & Sons (www.wiley.com), and Sage (sagepublica-
tions.com). Four are headquartered in Europe, and the 
fifth (Sage) is based in the United States. Described as an 
oligopoly in the digital era (Larivière et al., 2015), “The 
Big Five” were responsible for over half of all papers pub-
lished in peer-reviewed journals in 2013, but they con-
centrated on the science-related disciplines (Krisch, 
2015; Solomon, 2012, 2013). Together, they published 
more than 8,000 journals in 2014: 2,571 by Elsevier, 
2,209 by Springer-Verlag, 1,803 by Taylor & Francis, 
1,604 by John Wiley, and 742 by Sage (International Sci-
entific Institute, 2014). 

The dominance of the major publishers of subscription 
journals was sustained through a strategy of “bundling”, 
which involves selling a mixture of high- and low-impact 
journals through “Big Deals”, mainly to university librar-
ies, at high subscription rates (Wellen, 2013). Through 
this strategy, libraries, which contributed between 68% 
and 75% of journal revenue, had no option but to buy an 
entire bundle in order to access particular journals of in-
terest (i.e., there was no cost-effective way to subscribe 
to only a subset of journals), and they faced complex ne-
gotiations if they decided to cancel subscriptions (So-
lomon, 2013).

On this basis, journal publishing continues to be a very 
profitable business when judged on the financial results 
of the leading European publishers, Elsevier and Spring-
er, who recorded revenue growth in excess of 30% per 
annum from 2008 to 2012 (Forgues & Liarte, 2013). The 
profitability of journal publishing as a business enter-
prise was also demonstrated by the 2015 industry earn-
ings of $9 billion USD, which produced a return of 20% 
to 30% (Fecher & Wagner, 2016). However, a trend was 
observed toward the cancellation of “Big Deals”, which 
was attributed to declining library budgets and the 
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demonstration effect of libraries that had cancelled sub-
scriptions without adverse reactions from users (Ander-
son, R., 2017). 

Academics have pointed to two significant concerns 
with subscription journals: the business model utilized 
and the dissemination of research output. The business 
model does not provide for any form of revenue to au-
thors, whether royalties or payment for peer-review or 
editorial services (Lambert, 2015). Further, researchers 
prefer to have their work disseminated in the most pres-
tigious journals, as well as reach a wide audience, 
which are conflicting objectives because greater re-
sources may be required to publish the prestigious 
journals. Also, there is little incentive to publish in low-
cost, open access journals because of the prestige factor 
(Lambert, 2015), which is associated with a journal be-
ing ranked by reputable organizations such as the Fin-
ancial Times (www.ft.com) and the Australian Business 
Deans Council (www.abdc.edu.au/master-journal-list.php). 
This situation led to the view of the leading academic 
journals and universities as “dispensers of status” 
rather than “purveyors of information and knowledge” 
(Fox, 2016). 

While the development of the Internet ushered in the 
digital era of publishing, the movement for greater ac-
cess to published research was driven by librarians (es-
pecially through the Scholarly Publishing and 
Academic Resources Coalition, or SPARC; sparcopen.org), 
researchers, socioeconomic forces, and the evolution of 
academic publishing (Fogues & Liarte, 2013). Thus, 
these forces led to the emergence of open access pub-
lishing in the 1990s as an alternative model to subscrip-
tion journals (Correia & Teixeira, 2005; Solomon, 2012). 
According to Kember (2016), open access “challenges 
the spiralling costs and price barriers put up by com-
mercial journal publishers [that are] draining library 
budgets while profiting from academic free labour”. 

Emergence of Open Access Models

The recent development of open access within the 
journal publishing industry witnessed the adoption of 
different models that vary according to the type of ac-
cess to articles permitted by publishers. The system of 
open access publishing is somewhat confusing because 
open access, in its pure sense, implies that journal art-
icles are freely available on the Internet. However, the 
introduction of article processing charges led to the cre-
ation of several variations of open access journals 
defined by their degree of openness and classification. 
Open access options offered by different publishers 

have been elaborated and debated in the literature 
(e.g., Burchardt, 2014; Clobridge, 2014a; Eger et al., 
2015; Fecher & Wagner, 2016; Harington, 2017; Jubb et 
al., 2015; Rodrigues et al., 2016; Solomon, 2013; Wellen, 
2013) and can be classified as follows:

• Gold open access: the full content of the article is im-
mediately available to any reader with Internet access 
regardless of the journal’s business model. However, 
many of the journals published by the top-ranked 
publishers provide an abstract but charge a fee to read 
or download an article.

• Diamond open access: open access journals that are 
totally free of charges because costs are met by societ-
ies, sponsors, and universities.

• Green or delayed open access: publishing an article in a 
subscription journal that is subsequently deposited in 
a repository becoming accessible after a publisher-im-
posed embargo period of usually six to twelve months. 
Authors also can deposit in a library repository or up-
load to a personal website or a social academic net-
work such as Academia.edu (academia.edu) or 
ResearchGate (researchgate.net). 

• Hybrid open access: a journal operates as a subscrip-
tion journal but offers the authors an open access op-
tion for a processing fee of hundreds or thousands of 
dollars. This model has been criticized as “double-dip-
ping” because the publishers collect payment from 
both university libraries and authors, and it has been 
described as a failed model because this option has 
not gained the expected popularity, being used by a 
mere 1 to 2 percent of authors (Bjork, 2012).

The evolution of open access publishing from the mid-
1990s was traced as passing through three waves: the 
first wave was the non-acceptance of open access by 
academics due to doubts about sustainability, quality 
of peer review, lack of indexing in the Web of Science, 
and lack of prestige; in the second wave, the subscrip-
tion journals adopted a strategy of making an electronic 
version of articles freely available through online 
portals; and the third wave was the introduction of art-
icle processing charges by new publishers BioMed 
Central and PLOS ONE, both of whom have become 
major open access publishers (Björk & Solomon, 2012).

Despite slow but steady growth, concerns remain about 
publishing in open access journals, including: percep-
tions questioning the academic calibre of open access 
journals and possible impacts on career progression 
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and tenure if authors publish in such journals; publish-
er-imposed embargo periods; high costs of article pro-
cessing charges; sustainability of journal business 
models; unfamiliarity with the self-archiving option; 
and visibility and discoverability of materials archived 
in repositories (Hewitt, 2014). These issues are dis-
cussed in the next section, however, a key point is that 
the “subscription versus open access” journals debate 
is ongoing in the literature. But, according to Osborne 
(2015), this debate amounted to a distraction because 
the issue should not be the cost of access to publica-
tions, but ensuring good writing and increased access-
ibility. Any argument against publishing in an open 
access journal should not influence an author’s de-
cision of where to publish, provided that the quality of 
the journal’s standards is assessed (Björk & Solomon, 
2012). In the view of Ren (2015), openness is about 
more than accessibility; it facilitates “universal particip-
ation in the co-development and co-creation of know-
ledge”.

But, how successful has the open access model been so 
far, in terms of uptake? At least in the United Kingdom, 
some evidence suggests that the subscription model is 
retaining its dominance despite growth in the open ac-
cess model. Gold open access was adopted by several 
subscriptions journals, which was reflected in growth of 
15% between 2012 and 2014, however, the hybrid mod-
el was the most utilized at 62% (Jubb et al., 2015). The 
subscriptions model, although still dominant at 87%, 
declined by only 1% over the two-year period. Data 
from Outsell (2015) showed that open access journals 
published in 2014 totalled 11,740, which included 
journals from the Big Five publishers and the second 
largest open access publisher, Hindawi (hindawi.com). 
The total number of open access journals that did not 
charge an author fee amounted to 1,505 (13%) with 
growth of 35% over 2013; 8,044 were hybrid (69%) with 
growth of 9% and 2,191 (6.2%) were subscription, which 
declined by 14% and was the only model that experi-
enced a decline. 

Open Access Publishing and Disruptive
Innovation

The concept of disruptive innovation was applied in its 
early formulation by Christensen (1997), mainly to 
firms in the hard-disk drive business during the 1970s 
and 1980s. However, Christensen also pointed to ongo-
ing disruptive innovation in telecommunications,
personal computing, utilities, construction, medical-
related industries, and offset printing. The concept has 

now been widely applied to many of the modern indus-
tries such as airlines, transportation, consumer buying, 
and more recently, 3D printing (Hahn et al., 2014). As 
summarized by King and Baatarogtokh (2015), the key 
arguments of the theory of disruptive innovation are 
that: firms in a market who are on an improvement tra-
jectory follow a path of sustaining innovation; custom-
ers’ needs are overshot; capability to address disruptive 
threats exists; firms fail because of the disruption; and it 
was argued that managers tended to disregard low-
level disruptive actions such as digital printing. King 
and Baatarogtokh (2015) go on to challenge these as-
sumptions while accepting that the theory is valuable 
provided it serves as a warning, not a prediction nor a 
substitute for critical thinking. Here, the insights from 
the theory of disruptive innovation will be used to illus-
trate the case of publishing of open access journals, 
which some researchers view as disrupting the tradi-
tional publishing industry (Lafferty & Edwards, 2004; 
Peters et al., 2016; Russell et al., 2015; Weeks, 2015; Wel-
len, 2013).

Lafferty and Edwards (2004) argued that disruptive 
technologies “disrupt the market, change the industry 
paradigm and create a whole new market for a new 
product often driving out the incumbent organisa-
tions”. The authors applied the theory to universities 
and the publishing industry, concluding that universit-
ies were disrupted by simulation and games techno-
logy, telepresence, and online teaching. In turn, the 
publishing industry was disrupted by electronic ver-
sions of scholarly journals supported by online submis-
sion of articles, electronic indexing, abstracting and 
searching, translation services, and the incorporation 
of multimedia components. This position was chal-
lenged by Peters and colleagues (2016), who argued 
that technological disruption has little connection to in-
novation if it concentrates on competition among pub-
lishing companies while downplaying the role of 
researchers in publishers’ innovations. The authors ar-
gued that the theory has too narrow a focus to be valu-
able to the objectives of publishing because “a 
scholarship of publishing should provide a critique of 
the theory…. through alternative theorisations of tech-
nology and innovation in publishing” (Peters et al., 
2016). 

Weeks (2015) criticized the notion of disruptive innova-
tion by highlighting specific anomalies including: the 
definition of disruptive innovation is too broad and 
loose and does not clearly distinguish between the 
meanings of disruption and sustaining behaviour; the 
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unit of analysis is not specific whether the reference 
point is the industry, the technology, the firm, or the 
firm leaders; and managerial behaviour in dealing with 
disruption assumes rational action in avoiding the 
threat of disruption. Weeks (2015) concluded that the 
theory of disruptive innovation does not fit all situ-
ations, so its application should be limited to “in-
stances where the innovation is lower cost, lower 
performing (on at least one performance dimension), 
and appeals to a subset of the existing market or a new 
market”. However, the disruptive innovation frame-
work was considered by Weeks as relevant to an under-
standing of the dynamics of innovation and the actions 
by firms in introducing lower-performing, lower-cost 
products that can gain market share. From this per-
spective, the framework may be applied to the open ac-
cess journal publishing model.

Wellen (2013) viewed the theory of disruptive innova-
tion as relevant to open access publishing, as evid-
enced by the creation of megajournals by commercial 
publishers and massive online open courses, where 
the discovery, management, utilization, and aggrega-
tion of academic and educational material were 
already disrupting the market. It was further argued 
that gold open access has all the features of disruptive 
innovation because it combines new technology (digit-
al distribution of content using the Internet) with a 
new business model (free distribution to the reader 
with costs met by the author or an institution) (Lewis, 
2012). Gold open access started off at a low tier and in 
niche fields such as the underserved humanities and 
social sciences and the business and management dis-
ciplines, which explains why open access has been em-
braced in developing countries, as suggested by the 
global ranking on adoption with: Brazil (3rd), Chile 
(7th), India (9th), Venezuela (11th), Turkey (13th), and 
Mexico (15th) (Lewis, 2012). Further, significant 
growth in open access publishing was observed in In-
dia, Brazil, Nigeria, and Iran, with many new journals 
being established in these countries (Miguel et al., 
2016).

Impacts of Gold Open Access Publishing

The literature on open access publishing pointed to 
the critical impacts and implications of the gold open 
access model of publishing and the trends in the busi-
ness, the key aspects of which were explored by au-
thors who have published several articles on the 
subject (Laasko et al., 2017; Lewis, 2012; Ren, 2015; 
Ware & Mabe, 2015). Indeed, there are impacts on all 
major stakeholders, as discussed below.

Impact on authors and individual academics
Gold open access suits most authors because of wide 
distribution and use of post-publication review. The 
concerns of academics about prestige and quality will 
be diminished with the growing acceptance of open ac-
cess journals. It was suggested that academics should 
develop publishing strategies balanced among “met-
rics, visibility and impact”, which facilitate “collaborat-
ive mechanisms within institutional academic systems” 
to achieve sustainable openness (Ren, 2015). Authors 
based in developing countries, with limited funds and 
access to foreign exchange, should select diamond 
open access journals as a first option for publishing be-
cause publishing costs are (typically) met by host uni-
versities and sponsors (i.e., authors are not charged fees 
to publish in such journals).

Impact on readers
Researchers worldwide, and particularly in developing 
countries, benefit from increased access to the literat-
ure and learning, particularly those based in Latin 
America and the Caribbean who have free access to Sci-
ELO, which is indexed in the Web of Science (Packer, 
2014), and Redalyc – both of which house over 1,000 
journals each covering a range of natural science and 
social science disciplines – and Sci-Hub (described be-
low) for science topics.

Impact on university libraries
Libraries are confronting the “serials crisis” caused by 
increasing subscription costs from journal publishers 
by themselves working as publishers in an arrangement 
with university presses and also expanding institutional 
and subject repositories, thereby disrupting the estab-
lished publishing ecosystem.

Impact on traditional publishers
Faculty and students are increasingly gaining access to 
literature freely through online sources such as Sci-Hub 
(en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sci-Hub), which provides free access 
to millions of journal articles by bypassing paywalls and 
other restrictions, which has attracted legal challenges 
by publishers. Traditional journals are also formulating 
strategies to counter the issue of cancellations of sub-
scriptions by libraries. However, it is expected that tradi-
tional journals will continue to survive as long as the 
prestige label persists. Journal prestige has been main-
tained through the peer-review system and the index-
ing of journals, but the development of innovative 
approaches to peer review such as post-publication re-
view and the creation of alternative metrics have the po-
tential to disrupt the established processes with greater 
application by open access publishers

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sci-Hub
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Impact on scholarly societies
Scholarly and professional societies are traditionally re-
sponsible for providing journal content and covering 
the publishing costs of many journals in science discip-
lines, with funds typically derived from membership 
fees, grants, and endowments. With articles increas-
ingly becoming available from open access journals, so-
ciety members must weigh the cost of membership 
against the value of journal access, and societies must 
decide whether to form alliances with major publishers 
to retain a role in journal production.

Impact on open access journal models
Gold open access is considered the major disruptive in-
novation in the publishing industry, and its impact will 
be felt by the hybrid and delayed open access vari-
ations, which do not modify the cost structure nor sub-
stantially change the view of libraries with regards to 
paying subscriptions. Green open access, which is a 
supplement to gold open access, is expected to contin-
ue in existence through registering with repositories, 
but it is still not what “a stable financially sustainable 
arrangement will look like in detail” (Ware & Mabe, 
2015).

Current Trends in Open Access 

Academic social networks
Platforms such as Academia.edu and ResearchGate can 
be viewed as disrupting academic publishing by provid-
ing new ways for disseminating, searching, and retriev-
ing research content, and are becoming a major way of 
providing access to individual author’s articles (Laasko 
et al., 2017), particularly for authors in small developing 
countries. However, Laasko and colleagues (2017) fore-
see that publishers will exert influence to restrict distri-
bution if the impact reduces income as happened in 
the case of Elsevier, which was awarded damages from 
Sci-Hub for copyright infringement (Schiermeier, 2017).

Mobile technology
Mobile devices are now in common use: the sales of 
smartphones and tablets now exceed the sales of PCs, 
and time spent on digital media takes up an increasing 
proportion of our daily life – now up to 5.6 hours per 
day – largely because of mobile devices (Anderson, K., 
2017). These devices can be used to research and read 
open access literature directly from journal websites 
and the Internet, further disrupting journals that 
provide immediate access but require online payment 
to read.

Conclusions

This article identified the impacts on the key parti-
cipants in the field of academic publishing and high-
lighted four significant features of the publishing 
industry that are immediately relevant to the parti-
cipants: the creation of subscription journals by large 
publishing companies as the dominant players in the 
industry; the emergence of open access journals as an 
alternative business model; the configuration of the 
open access model into variations on the theme; and 
the notion of open access as a form of disruptive innov-
ation. The critical impacts of these features on the pub-
lishing industry were presented as an update on recent 
developments within the industry. The conclusions de-
rived from the discussion are as follows.

First, the position of subscription journals remains in-
tact as a publishing vehicle, and the conclusion is that 
this status will continue for the medium term because 
of the policy of acquiring small and medium-size journ-
als, efforts to embrace variations of the open access 
model and even adopt the payment of article pro-
cessing charges, and the entrenchment of the image of 
prestige journal brands that appeal to universities and 
academics seeking tenure. 

Second, open access publishing is gaining in promin-
ence, accounting for a 15% share in the Web of Science 
index (Björk, 2017), which provides some legitimacy to 
open access journals. This trend is beneficial to authors 
in developing countries, where access to subscription 
journals for research is typically limited by financial re-
sources, especially outside of academia.

The conclusion is that the process is slow, but this is ex-
pected to change in the future as some researchers view 
open access as the future of journal publishing and the 
growth experienced in developing countries, such as In-
dia, Brazil, Nigeria, and Iran (Miguel et al., 2016). Open 
access journals are building credibility in the eyes of re-
searchers as with the case of the large open access 
journals, PLOS ONE and PubMed Central. A gap re-
mains, however, in the publishing of social science and 
business-related journals, which are areas of particular 
interest to developing countries such as those of Latin 
America and the Caribbean, where science research is 
not well developed (Iton & Iton, 2015; Troncoso, 2012). 

Third, the emergence of alternative models of open ac-
cess has created confusion in the minds of many re-
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searchers by providing options such as the hybrid open 
access, which is essentially a subscription journal that 
includes an option to authors to publish as open access 
for a fee (Bjork, 2012). The state of confusion is com-
pounded by the continuing change in “processes and 
policies, practices, and opportunities” (Broome, 2014). 
The conclusion is that open access publishing was util-
ized more by the science-related disciplines than the so-
cial science and business disciplines, with the latter 
requiring time to establish its validity in the industry 
and enter the mainstream (Ponte et al., 2017).

Fourth, the debate about the disruptive impact of open 
access journals on established journals continues in the 
literature, however, a clear conclusion can be drawn 
that the impacts of open access as disruptive innova-
tion are beginning to be experienced. These are mani-
fested in the impacts on university libraries, publishers 
of subscription journals, scholarly societies, and partic-
ularly the publishing processes such as peer review, in-
dexing, and impact measurement as the established 
quality indicators. But, such impacts do not happen 
overnight. As Peters and colleagues (2016) put it: “If 
open access is to be viewed as a publishing innovation 
it will need more time to develop its scope in considera-
tion of the complex systems, practices, and ideologies 
in which it prospers”.

The publishing business is complex and the emergence 
of a menu of open access options presents challenges to 
new researchers seeking to publish research articles and 
who must come to terms with the requirements. This 
article contributes to the quest of new researchers to
arrive at a greater understanding of the publishing in-
dustry, and it aims to increase awareness of the dynam-
ics of open access with the aim of increasing publication 
of research.
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